Sudden cardiac death: a 2400-year-old diagnosis?
Sudden cardiac death is one of the most important causes of mortality in the modern industrialized world. Although it has been described for at least several centuries, we believe in fact that Hippocrates provided a concise, but historically compelling, description of sudden cardiac death in his Aphorisms II, 41: "Those who are subject to frequent and severe fainting attacks without obvious cause die suddenly." This would be the earliest description of sudden cardiac death known. The Aphorism was analyzed in the context of genuine Hippocratic writings as well as ancient Greek culture. The Aphorism describes recurrent syncope in otherwise healthy individuals. Therefore, only certain select cardiac conditions are likely described by this Aphorism. Such conditions-long QT syndrome, hypertrophic cardiomyopathy, congenital coronary artery syndromes, and arrhythmogenic right ventricular dysplasia, chief among them-are linked by a final common pathway of an arrhythmic death. Relying solely on clinical experience based on careful history-taking and keen powers of observation, Hippocrates was the first to describe sudden cardiac death due to a select group of cardiac conditions. This analysis establishes such conditions as being an important cause of sudden death 2400 years ago, much as they are among the most important causes of sudden death today.